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DEDICATION

Thanks given to: Greg Duncan, Rodger Duncan, Bryan Vandever and other friends who have been part of my life over the years.

For every lay leader who has sat in a board meeting and wondered if anyone else in the room felt what they felt — that the church they love is slowly becoming something other than what Christ died for.

For the deacon chairman who has run the meeting for twenty-eight years and knows something is missing but cannot name it.

For the women's ministry leader who keeps showing up even when the showing up costs more than she has.

For the treasurer who knows the books tell one story and the Spirit is telling another.

For the Sunday school director, the elder, the church secretary, the finance committee chair — for every faithful person holding a small church together with their bare hands and their love.

Christ still walks among the lampstands. He has not stopped writing letters. This book is an attempt to help the church hear what the Spirit is saying.


He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Revelation 2:7 NKJV
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A Note on the Writing Process

All research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and ministry convictions in this volume are entirely my own, drawn from thirty-five years of pastoral ministry in the local church. The Socratic dialogue structure and formatting of this manuscript were shaped with the assistance of artificial intelligence. This is stated plainly not as a disclaimer but as honest dealing with my readers — the ideas, the theology, the hard words, and the pastoral heart behind every page belong to the ministry God entrusted to me.

— Dennis R. Piearcy

A NOTE ON THE SEVEN CHURCHES OF REVELATION 

The seven churches addressed in Revelation 2 and 3 were real congregations in real cities in the Roman province of Asia — what is today western Turkey. John wrote to them approximately A.D. 95 during the reign of the Emperor Domitian, a period of intensifying pressure on Christians who refused to participate in emperor worship.

Each letter follows a recognizable pattern. Christ identifies Himself with an image drawn from John's vision in Revelation 1. He declares His knowledge of the church's works. He speaks a word of commendation where one is warranted, a word of correction where it is needed, a call to repentance, a warning of consequence, and a promise to the one who overcomes.

These are not generic letters. Each one is addressed to the specific condition of a specific congregation in a specific city. The pressure Smyrna faced from the synagogue was not the pressure Pergamum faced from the imperial cult. The compromise in Thyatira was not the same as the lukewarmness in Laodicea. Christ knew each church the way a physician knows each patient — with full knowledge, specific diagnosis, and targeted instruction.

What makes these letters enduring is not merely their historical interest but their present application. Every church in every era has been one of these seven. The conditions are not ancient. They are as current as last Sunday's board meeting. Christ still walks among the lampstands. He still knows the works. He is still writing.

This book uses the seven churches as a diagnostic framework for small, aging congregations in the twenty-first century. Each of the seven characters at the table represents a real church type drawn from real ministry experience across thirty-five years of pastoral work. The names are fictional. The conditions are not.
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A NOTE ON THE BIBLICAL TEXTS 
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Ezekiel 37:1-14 — The Valley of Dry Bones

The prophet Ezekiel stood in a valley filled with bones — the remains of what had once been an army, what had once been a nation, what had once been the people of God. The bones were dry. The word is used deliberately. This was not recent death. This was long, settled, complete death. Whatever had been here was finished.

God asked Ezekiel one question: Son of man, can these bones live?

Ezekiel did not say yes. He did not say no. He said what every honest person says when God asks the impossible question: O Lord God, You know.

God told him to prophesy to the bones. To speak the Word of God over what was dead. And the bones came together. And flesh came upon them. And God breathed. And they lived.

This text governs the entire book. Not as an inspirational illustration but as a governing theological reality. God specializes in resurrection. The question He is asking every small, aging church in America right now is the same question He asked Ezekiel: Can these bones live? The right answer is still the same. O Lord God, You know.


Then He said to me, 'Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live.'

Ezekiel 37:9 NKJV



Nehemiah 1-6 — The Rebuilding of the Wall

Nehemiah was a cupbearer to the king of Persia — a position of trust and comfort — when he received the news that Jerusalem's wall was broken down and its gates burned. He wept. He fasted. He prayed. And then he asked the king for permission to go and rebuild.

When he arrived in Jerusalem he did not call a committee meeting. He rode the rubble at night alone, assessing the damage before he said a word to anyone. Then he gathered the people and told them what he saw and what God had laid on his heart. And the people rose up to build.

The enemies came. Sanballat mocked. Tobiah threatened. The people grew tired. Half the workers held tools and half held weapons. Nehemiah did not call a retreat. He set a watch and kept building.

The wall was finished in fifty-two days.

The Nehemiah model is not a church growth strategy. It is a picture of what faithful rebuilding looks like when the rubble is real, the enemies are present, the people are tired, and God has given a specific man a specific burden for a specific work. Every leader at this table carries a version of that burden. Every church they represent has a version of that rubble.


Do not be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, great and awesome, and fight for your brethren, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your houses.

Nehemiah 4:14 NKJV



Revelation 2-3 — The Letters to the Seven Churches

Already addressed in A Note on the Seven Churches. These letters are the diagnostic framework for every dialogue in this book. Each character carries their church's letter into the conversation. Socrates will press them toward it. Christian will speak from it.


He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Revelation 2:7 NKJV
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 
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This book is written as a Socratic dialogue — a conversation in which a questioner named Socrates draws out the truth from those at the table by asking the questions that lead each person to examine their own assumptions, name their own fears, and face their own blind spots.

Socrates does not have all the answers. He has all the questions. And in this book, the right questions are more powerful than the wrong answers that most churches have been living by for years.

Christian is also at the table. He listens through each dialogue and speaks at the close of each one — not to win an argument but to give a pastoral word, name the road forward, and recommend the specific resources that speak to the specific condition that was just examined.

The seven other voices at the table are composite characters drawn from real ministry experience. If you have spent any time in a small church you will recognize them. You may be one of them.

For Individual Readers

Read the dialogues slowly. Do not rush past the hard questions. When Socrates asks something that makes you uncomfortable, sit with it. That discomfort is the point. Find your character — the one whose church sounds most like yours, whose Buts sound most like yours — and read their dialogue as if it were written for you. Because it was.

For Church Leaders and Boards

This book is designed to be read together. Work through one dialogue per meeting. Let the questions Socrates asks become the questions your board asks itself. Use the Glossary to define terms before you begin. Use Christian's closing recommendations as your action points.

For Pastors

This book does not replace your preaching. It prepares your people to receive it. A congregation that has walked through these thirteen dialogues will be ready for the sermon series that follows. The dialogues name what your people feel but cannot say. Your preaching gives them the Word that addresses what has been named.

A Word of Warning

This book does not offer easy answers. It does not tell you that if you follow five steps your church will grow. It tells you the truth about where your church is, what Christ says about it, what the people outside your walls see when they look in, and what it will cost to move from where you are to where God intends you to be.

Some of that truth will be hard to hear. It is meant to be. The wound is in service of the healing. The hard word is in service of the hope. Read it that way.
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The following terms appear throughout the dialogues. They are defined here plainly so that no reader is lost when the conversation goes deep.

Terms from the Seven Churches of Revelation

Lampstand


In Revelation 1, John sees seven golden lampstands and Christ walking among them. The seven lampstands represent the seven churches. A lampstand holds a light. A church is meant to hold and display the light of Christ in its community. When Christ threatens to remove a lampstand (Revelation 2:5), He is warning that a church can cease to function as a true church — the light can go out. The building may remain. The meetings may continue. But the lampstand is gone.


Repentance


From the Greek metanoia — a complete change of mind that results in a change of direction. Not remorse. Not regret. Not feeling bad. A genuine turning. In every letter where Christ finds something wrong, He calls for repentance. This is not optional language. It is the condition for the promises that follow. A church that will not repent is a church that has chosen its condition over its Lord.


First Works


The things the Ephesian church did when it was in love — the acts of devotion, the energy of new faith, the warmth of genuine relationship with Christ and with one another. Christ does not tell them to manufacture new feelings. He tells them to go back and do the things they did when the feelings were real. The works flow from the love. When the love cools, the works become duty. Christ says go back to where the love was and do those things again.


Overcomer


Every letter to every church ends with a promise to the one who overcomes. The Greek word is nikao — to conquer, to prevail, to be victorious. This is not the language of comfort. It is the language of battle. The church is in a fight. The one who overcomes is not the one who is biggest or most resourced. It is the one who stays faithful under pressure, who endures, who does not abandon the post. A church of seventy with an average age of sixty-eight can overcome.


What the Spirit Says to the Churches


The phrase that closes every letter: He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. This is a call to active, attentive listening. The Spirit is speaking. The question is whether anyone in the congregation is listening. The letters of Revelation are not ancient history addressed to dead churches. They are living words addressed to any church in any era that has ears to hear. The question this book keeps asking is: does your church have ears?


Doctrine of Balaam


Named after the Old Testament prophet Balaam who, when he could not curse Israel directly, taught Balak to seduce Israel into sin through compromise with surrounding culture. In Revelation 2:14, Christ accuses the Pergamum church of holding this doctrine — meaning they have allowed the standards of the surrounding world to infiltrate the life of the church. Not through a frontal assault but through gradual accommodation. Things were allowed that should not have been allowed. Lines were moved. Compromises were made. And the church called it tolerance.


Doctrine of the Nicolaitans


A teaching or practice that Christ explicitly says He hates (Revelation 2:6, 15). The exact nature of the Nicolaitan teaching is debated by scholars, but the consistent historical understanding is that it involved the separation of spiritual and physical life — the idea that what a person does in their body does not affect their spiritual standing. In practice this produced moral compromise within the church. Christ hates it not because He is harsh but because it destroys the people He loves.


Jezebel Spirit


In Revelation 2:20 Christ names a woman in the Thyatira church as Jezebel — not necessarily her actual name but a title that identifies her with the Old Testament queen who used spiritual authority to lead Israel into idolatry and silence the prophets of God. A Jezebel spirit in a church context refers to any voice — male or female — that claims spiritual authority it was never given, that manipulates and controls rather than serves, that silences legitimate leadership, and that the church has tolerated rather than confronted. It is identified by its fruit: confusion, control, and the suppression of genuine spiritual leadership.


Lukewarm


The condition of the Laodicean church — neither cold nor hot. Christ says He would prefer cold to lukewarm. Cold at least knows it needs warming. Lukewarm has made peace with its temperature. It is the spiritual condition of a church that is functional, comfortable, and self-sufficient — that has enough of God to be religious but not enough to be dangerous for the kingdom. Laodicea's lukewarmness was directly connected to its material wealth — they were rich enough to think they needed nothing. Many small churches are spiritually Laodicean while being financially modest. Comfort takes many forms.


The Open Door


Christ tells the Philadelphia church He has set before them an open door that no one can shut (Revelation 3:8). This is a specific opportunity — a ministry possibility, a community need, a relational opening — that God has placed in front of a specific church. It is not a general statement about optimism. It is a specific promise to a specific church with little strength and great faithfulness. The question this book presses every Philadelphia-type church toward is this: has God set an open door before you that you have been too tired or too small-feeling to walk through?



Terms from Ezekiel 37

Valley of Dry Bones


The setting of Ezekiel's vision in Ezekiel 37:1-14. God set Ezekiel down in a valley full of bones — dry bones, meaning long dead. The valley represents the nation of Israel in exile, which felt cut off, finished, with no hope of restoration. In this book the valley represents any church that has looked at itself honestly and concluded that it is finished. The vision does not argue against that conclusion. It simply asks whether God has been consulted.


Prophesy to the Bones


God's command to Ezekiel — speak the Word of God to what is dead. This is the act of faith that precedes resurrection. Ezekiel did not know what would happen when he prophesied. He only knew what God told him to do. In the context of small church renewal, to prophesy to the bones means to speak the Word of God faithfully to a congregation that looks finished — to preach, to teach, to minister — not because the numbers justify it but because God commanded it. The breath comes after the prophecy, not before.


The Four Winds


In Ezekiel 37:9 God tells Ezekiel to call the breath from the four winds. The four winds represent the totality of God's sovereign reach — that the Spirit of God can gather what has been scattered and breathe life into what has been dead from any direction. No church is too far gone. No community is too resistant. No situation is too dry. The four winds belong to God.



Terms from Nehemiah

The Remnant


Those who remain after the majority have left — by exile, by death, by drift, or by choice. In the context of small church renewal the remnant is the faithful few who are still in the building, still giving, still showing up, still praying when every reasonable measure says the effort is not worth it. The remnant is not the leftovers. In Scripture the remnant is always the seed. God does not despise small numbers. He works with them.


Sanballat and Tobiah


The primary opponents of Nehemiah's rebuilding project. Sanballat was a Samaritan official who mocked and threatened the workers. Tobiah was an Ammonite official who did the same. Together they represent every external force that opposes the renewal of a local church — cultural pressure, community indifference, denominational discouragement, financial difficulty, and the voices that say the effort is futile. They are real in every generation. The response to them is the same in every generation: set a watch, arm the workers, and keep building.


The Rubble


The broken stones of Jerusalem's wall that had to be cleared before rebuilding could begin. The rubble in a small church context is everything that has accumulated over decades of decline — programs that no longer work but nobody has stopped, traditions that serve no mission purpose but feel sacred, conflicts that were never resolved and now simmer beneath every meeting, expectations that no longer match reality, and structures built for a church three times the size of what remains. The rubble has to be named before it can be cleared. Nehemiah walked it at night alone before he said a word to anyone.


Building Your Section of the Wall


Nehemiah assigned each family and group to rebuild the section of wall closest to their own house (Nehemiah 3). They were not sent to an unfamiliar part of the city. They were sent to the section they could see from their front door — the section they cared about most, the section whose failure would affect them directly. In small church renewal this means every member finds the ministry closest to their own life, their own neighborhood, their own sphere of relationship — and builds there. Not a program. Not an assignment. A burden. The wall gets built when every person works their section.



Terms for Church Health and Renewal

Renewal vs. Revitalization


These words are sometimes used interchangeably but carry a meaningful distinction in this book. Revitalization is an organizational term — it describes the process of reversing institutional decline through strategy, leadership, and structural change. Renewal is a theological term — it describes what God does in a church when the people return to Him. Revitalization can happen without God. Renewal cannot. This book is about renewal. The strategies that flow from genuine renewal may look like revitalization from the outside. But the source is different and the sustainability is different.


Maintenance vs. Mission


The two orientations a church can have. A maintenance-oriented church spends its energy, money, and attention on preserving what it has — keeping the building, funding the budget, satisfying the members, maintaining the programs. A mission-oriented church spends those same resources on the people outside the building who do not yet know Christ. The shift from maintenance to mission is not a programmatic shift. It is a heart shift. And it is the most common shift needed in small, aging congregations.


Priesthood of All Believers


The biblical conviction that every follower of Christ has direct access to God and bears direct responsibility to minister in His name — not only the ordained pastor. From 1 Peter 2:9: you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. In a small church context this is not a theological abstraction. It is the difference between a church where one person does everything and a church where every member owns a section of the wall. When the priesthood of all believers is practiced, a church of seventy is not understaffed. It is fully deployed.


Koinonia


The Greek word translated fellowship in the New Testament. It means far more than friendly conversation after the service. It means partnership, participation, sharing in common — a depth of relationship in which people actually bear one another's burdens, know one another's struggles, and are committed to one another's growth in Christ. The small church has a natural capacity for genuine koinonia that no megachurch can replicate. The question is whether that capacity is being used or merely assumed.


Expository Preaching


Preaching that opens a specific text of Scripture, explains what it means in its original context, and applies it honestly to the lives of the people in the room. The text drives the sermon rather than the sermon driving the text selection. Expository preaching treats the Bible as sufficient — as containing everything the congregation needs to hear if it is read and explained faithfully. A small church with an expository preacher is not disadvantaged by its size. The Word of God does not require a large congregation to be effective.


Discipleship


The lifelong process of becoming more like Christ — in character, in conviction, in conduct, and in mission. Jesus commanded it: Go therefore and make disciples (Matthew 28:19). Discipleship is not a program. It is a relationship in which a more mature believer intentionally invests in the growth of a less mature one. The small church is ideally sized for genuine discipleship because relationships are close enough to be honest. The failure to disciple is one of the primary reasons church members stay spiritual infants for decades.


The Five Purposes of the Church


The five functions Christ designed the church to fulfill, drawn from Scripture: Worship (upreach to God), Fellowship (inreach among believers), Discipleship (growing in Christ), Ministry (serving one another and the community), and Evangelism (outreach to the lost). A healthy church practices all five. A church in decline has usually collapsed inward — spending all its energy on worship and fellowship while neglecting discipleship, ministry, and evangelism. The question for every small church is not whether these five purposes are biblical. They are. The question is which ones have been abandoned.


The Lane God Has for Your Church


Every church has a specific assignment from God — a specific community to reach, a specific need to meet, a specific gift to offer — that is determined by the people God has placed in that congregation, the community in which the church is located, and the moment in history in which it exists. This lane is not discovered by copying another church's model. It is discovered by asking three questions: Who do we actually have? What does our community actually need? What is God already doing here that we could join? When a church finds its lane and stays in it, it stops comparing itself to others and starts becoming what God made it to be.



Terms from the Dialogue Format

Socratic Dialogue


A method of conversation developed by the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates in which the questioner draws out truth from others not by lecturing but by asking careful, probing questions that expose assumptions, reveal contradictions, and lead the conversation toward honest conclusions. Socrates did not claim to have all the answers. He claimed to be a midwife — helping others give birth to the truth already within them. In this book Socrates serves the same function. He is not the hero of the conversation. The questions are.


Logical Fallacy


An error in reasoning — an argument that sounds valid but contains a flaw in its logic. Socrates names logical fallacies by name when he encounters them in the dialogue. Common ones that appear in church conversations include: the appeal to tradition (we have always done it this way, therefore it is right), the appeal to fear (if we change, we will lose everything), the false dilemma (it is either the old way or total chaos), and the appeal to numbers (if the big church is doing it, it must be right). Naming the fallacy does not end the conversation. It clears the way for an honest one.


Position vs. Conviction


A position is what a person says they believe, often in public, often in a meeting, often to protect something they are invested in. A conviction is what they actually believe — what they would stake something real on, what they act from when nobody is watching. Socrates is always pressing past position to conviction. The distance between a church leader's stated position and their actual conviction is where most of the real work of renewal has to happen.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION 

[image: ]


The Valley, The Wall, and The Letters

There is a valley in the book of Ezekiel that every honest church leader knows.

It is not a place on a map. It is a place in the gut — the place you go when you look at what your church has become and compare it to what it was, or what you believed it could be, and the distance between those two things is wider than you know how to close.

Ezekiel stood in a valley full of bones. Dry bones. The word matters — these were not freshly fallen. This was settled, complete, long-term death. Whatever had been here was finished. And God asked Ezekiel the question that no honest leader wants to be asked when they are standing in that valley:


Son of man, can these bones live?

Ezekiel 37:3 NKJV



Ezekiel said the only honest thing a person can say: O Lord God, You know.

Not yes. Not no. You know.

That answer — that surrender of the outcome to the only One who actually knows — is where this book begins. Not with a strategy. Not with a program. Not with five steps to a growing church. With a valley, a question, and an honest answer.

At the same time, twelve hundred miles to the west and four hundred years earlier, a man named Nehemiah stood at the broken wall of Jerusalem at night and walked the rubble alone. He did not call a committee meeting. He did not issue a press release. He walked the damage in the dark and saw it for what it was before he said a word to anyone. Then he went to the people and said:


Come and let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer be a reproach.

Nehemiah 2:17 NKJV



And the people said: Let us rise up and build.

And six hundred years after that, on the island of Patmos, an old man named John received seven letters from the risen Christ — one letter for each of seven churches in Asia Minor. Every letter began the same way: I know your works. Christ was not sending general correspondence. He was writing personal letters to specific congregations that He had been watching closely and knew thoroughly.

He knew about the orthodoxy of Ephesus and the lovelessness underneath it. He knew about the poverty of Smyrna and the wealth that poverty concealed. He knew about the compromise in Pergamum, the controlling voice in Thyatira, the dead reputation in Sardis, the open door in Philadelphia, the comfortable indifference in Laodicea.

He knew. He knows. He still does.

This book is a conversation — a Socratic dialogue — between nine people seated around a table. Eight of them represent churches. One of them, the one called Socrates, asks the questions that nobody in the board meeting has ever asked out loud. And one of them, the one called Christian, listens through every dialogue and speaks at the close of each one with the pastoral word that the conversation has been building toward.

The eight churches they represent are not failing because they are bad churches or because the people in them are bad people. They are failing — or struggling, or stuck, or slowly fading — because they are human institutions led by human beings who have formed habits and patterns and assumptions over decades, and those habits and patterns and assumptions have slowly become more authoritative than the Word of God and the mission of Christ.

That is not a dramatic indictment. It is the most ordinary thing in the world. It happens to every institution. It happens to every person. The question is not whether it has happened. It has. The question is whether the people inside the institution are willing to name it, examine it, and let Christ address it.

That is what this table is for.

The seven lay leaders who take their seats at this table are not wrong for loving their churches the way they love them. They are not stubborn in the way we normally use that word. They are faithful people who have given years — in some cases decades — to congregations that matter to them. They have painted the walls and buried the members and taught the Sunday school classes and written the checks when the budget came up short.

But faithfulness and fruitfulness are not the same thing. And loyalty to a pattern is not the same thing as obedience to Christ. And at some point every one of these seven leaders has felt — in the quiet moments, in the drive home from the meeting that went the way it always goes — that something is not right. That the church they love is not becoming what it was meant to be. That there is a gap between what is happening inside that building on Sunday morning and what Christ died to build.

They are right to feel that. The feeling is the beginning of this conversation.

Socrates is going to press them. He is going to ask the questions that expose the assumptions. He is going to name the fallacies when he hears them. He is going to hold every But up to the light and ask whether it is wisdom or fear wearing the mask of wisdom. He is going to bring three perspectives into every room: what God says about this, what the person outside the building sees, and what the person inside the building feels.

He is not going to be cruel. But he is not going to be soft either. Because soft questions produce soft answers. And soft answers have been killing small churches for thirty years.

Christian is going to listen through all of it. And at the close of each dialogue he is going to speak — not as a debater, not as a theorist, not as someone who has never stood where these people are standing — but as a pastor who has walked the same valley, cleared the same rubble, heard the same letters, and found that God is still in the business of breathing on dry bones.

He is going to recommend seven books — resources born out of real ministry in real small churches — because the road forward is not a feeling. It is a practice. And practices can be learned.

At the end of thirteen dialogues this table will arrive at a fork in the road. Every person at the table will have to choose which way to go. Not as a group. As individuals. Because renewal is never a corporate decision. It is always a personal one that eventually becomes corporate when enough individuals make it.

The fork looks like this:

Move into God's will for this church — the specific lane He designed for these specific people in this specific community — and let Him breathe on what has been dry.

Or stay where you are. Keep the meetings. Keep the budget. Keep the argument between the past group and the change group. Keep asking why nothing is growing while doing nothing that God has blessed.

Both roads are available. This book will not make the choice for you.

But it will make sure you know what you are choosing.


He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Revelation 2:7 NKJV
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THE SEVEN VOICES 
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Character Backgrounds and Church Profiles

The nine people at this table are introduced below. Eight of them are composite characters drawn from thirty-five years of pastoral ministry in small churches. None of them is a single real person. All of them are real.

Read their backgrounds before you begin the dialogues. Know who they are when they speak. The words they say at the table will mean more when you understand the lives behind them.
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SOCRATES — The Questioner 

Socrates needs no biography. He is the questioner. He appears at tables like this one whenever honest conversation is needed and the people at the table have not been able to have it on their own.

He has no church. He has no theological position. He has no stake in the outcome. He is there for one purpose only: to ask the questions that lead each person to the truth they already know but have not yet said.

He will name logical fallacies by name when he hears them. He will press past position to conviction. He will not allow comfortable answers to stand unchallenged. He will be relentless and he will be fair. He will never humiliate anyone at this table. But he will never let anyone off the hook either.

If you have sat in a church board meeting and wished someone would ask the question that nobody was asking — Socrates is that person.

––––––––
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CHRISTIAN — The Listening Voice 

Christian has been a pastor for thirty-five years. He has served small churches his entire ministry — churches of forty, of sixty, of ninety, of one hundred and twenty. He has planted a church and watched it grow. He has received a church that was dying and buried it faithfully. He has seen renewal happen and seen it fail. He has made every mistake these seven people are making and some they have not thought of yet.

He came to this table not to lecture but to listen. He has learned over thirty-five years that the most important thing a pastor can do in a room full of people who are stuck is not to give them answers but to let the conversation do what conversation does — surface what has been buried, name what has been unnamed, open what has been closed.

He will speak at the close of each dialogue. Not before. What he says at the close will be shaped by what he heard during. His recommendations will not be theoretical. They will be specific — specific to the person, specific to the diagnosis, specific to the road ahead.

He carries seven books with him to this table. They are not textbooks. They are the books he would have wanted in his own hands during the hardest seasons of his own ministry. He will give them away one dialogue at a time.

––––––––
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EDMUND HALE

Deacon Chairman — First Baptist, Millbrook

The Church of Ephesus — Revelation 2-3

Edmund Hale is sixty-four years old. He has been a deacon at First Baptist Millbrook for twenty-eight years. He became deacon chairman seventeen years ago when the previous chairman retired, and nobody else was willing to take it. He has held the position since.

He grew up in this church. His parents were married here. His children were baptized here. He knows where every switch is in the building, which toilet runs if you don't jiggle the handle, which furnace blower makes the noise in February, and exactly how many folding chairs fit in the fellowship hall when you move the tables to the wall.

Edmund is a good man. He is honest, hardworking, and deeply loyal. He reads his Bible. He tithes faithfully. He has served on every committee this church has ever formed and chaired most of them. When the pastor left two years ago under difficult circumstances Edmund was the one who held the congregation together through the interim period. He is the kind of man that small churches run on.

He is also a man who has not felt genuinely moved by a Sunday morning service in longer than he can remember. He does not talk about this. He considers it a personal failing — a deficit of spirituality that he compensates for by doing more. More meetings. More committees. More showing up. He does the right things because they are right. The joy that used to be underneath the doing has been gone so long he has almost stopped noticing.

He came to this table because the associate pastor — a young man who left after eighteen months — told him before he resigned that the church was dying and that Edmund was one of the reasons. Edmund has thought about that conversation every week for two years. He does not know if the young man was right. He does not know if he is wrong. He came to find out.

Edmund's Church — First Baptist, Millbrook

First Baptist Millbrook has sixty-three members on the roll and averages forty-seven in Sunday morning attendance. The average age of the congregation is sixty-nine. They have not baptized a new convert in four years. The last three have been transfers from other churches.

The church is theologically sound. The statement of faith is solid. The preaching is biblical. The Lord's Supper is observed quarterly. The budget is balanced — barely — through the faithful giving of a core of about twenty households. The building is maintained. The lights are on. The meetings happen.

What does not happen is harder to describe. Nobody has visited a lost person in the community in recent memory. The Sunday school classes are the same groups that formed twenty years ago and have not added a new member since. The worship service follows a format that has not changed in fifteen years and generates no comment from anyone because everyone has stopped noticing it. The board meetings reliably produce conflict between three families who have disagreed about everything since 1994 and reliably produce no decisions that anyone acts on.

The community around the church has changed significantly. The neighborhood that once fed the church with young families has aged along with the congregation. New families have moved in — different backgrounds, different assumptions about church, different needs. Not one of them has ever been visited by anyone from First Baptist Millbrook.

Christ's letter to Ephesus says: I know your works, your labor, your patience, and that you cannot bear those who are evil. You have tested those who say they are apostles and are not. You have persevered and have patience, and have labored for My name's sake and have not become weary. Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love.

Edmund Hale would recognize his church in that description. The labor is real. The patience is real. The theological discernment is real. And the first love has been gone for a long time.

––––––––
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ROSA MENDEZ

Women's Ministry Leader — Grace Community Church

The Church of Smyrna — Revelation 2-3

Rosa Mendez is fifty-eight years old. She has led the women's ministry at Grace Community Church for eleven years. She is also, functionally, the church's primary visitor — the person who shows up at the hospital, at the funeral home, at the door of the member who has not been seen in three weeks. She does this because it needs to be done and because she cannot watch it go undone.

Rosa grew up Catholic and came to faith at thirty through the witness of a woman in her neighborhood. She has never taken her salvation lightly. She reads her Bible daily. She prays with a list. She fasts on the first Friday of every month and has for nine years. She is the most spiritually disciplined person in her congregation and one of the most spiritually tired.

Grace Community has lost forty percent of its membership over the past decade. Some moved away. Some died. Some drifted to larger churches with more programs. A family of twelve left two years ago after a conflict with the pastor that Rosa still does not fully understand. Each departure cost something that has not been replenished.

Rosa has kept showing up. She has kept leading the women's Bible study even when attendance dropped from fourteen to six. She has kept visiting even when the visits feel like keeping vigil rather than building community. She has kept praying even in the seasons when the prayers felt like they were going into the ceiling.

What she carries to this table, though she would not use this word, is a grief that has settled into something close to resignation. She still believes God can move. She has just stopped expecting that He will move here, in this congregation, in her lifetime. She came to this table because a friend told her she needed to hear someone ask her a different question than the ones she has been asking herself.

Rosa's Church — Grace Community Church

Grace Community Church has thirty-eight active members. Average Sunday attendance is twenty-nine. Average age is sixty-six. The budget operates at a deficit that is covered each year by a bequest from a member who died six years ago — a fund that will be exhausted in approximately eighteen months.

The congregation is warm. If you walk through the door at Grace Community on a Sunday morning you will be greeted, fed after the service, and known by name before you leave. The koinonia is genuine. The care for one another is real. These people know each other's burdens because they have been carrying them together for years.

What Grace Community cannot seem to do is reach anyone new. The neighborhood around the church is dense with people who have no church connection — young families, working adults, recent immigrants, elderly people living alone. Grace Community has the warmth to receive any of them. It has not found a way to reach any of them.

The pastor is faithful but discouraged. He has been at Grace Community for six years and has watched the attendance decline every year. He preaches to a congregation that loves him and shrinks around him. He has begun to wonder whether his faithfulness is being confused with effectiveness.

Christ's letter to Smyrna says: I know your works, tribulation, and poverty — yet you are rich. Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.

There is no rebuke in the Smyrna letter. None. Christ has nothing against this church. What He offers them is not a strategy. It is a reframe: you are rich. And a command: be faithful. And a promise: the crown of life.

Rosa Mendez has been faithful. What she has not yet received is the reframe.

––––––––
[image: ]


ARTHUR CRANE

Board Treasurer — Riverside Fellowship

The Church of Pergamum — Revelation 2-3

Arthur Crane is seventy-one years old. He has been the treasurer at Riverside Fellowship for twenty-two years. Before that he was a CPA with his own practice for thirty years. He knows numbers. He knows how to read a budget and what a budget reveals about the priorities of the organization behind it. He is precise, careful, and deeply uncomfortable with conflict.

Arthur took over as treasurer during a financial crisis that nearly closed Riverside Fellowship. He stabilized the finances through disciplined management and transparent reporting. The congregation trusts him completely with the money. What the congregation does not know is that Arthur has spent twenty-two years managing more than the finances. He has also been managing the peace.

There are three things Arthur knows about Riverside Fellowship that he has never put in a report. One: a family in the church has been practicing and quietly promoting a theological position that contradicts the church's statement of faith, and the previous pastor chose not to address it because the family are among the largest givers. Two: a deacon has been in a known, unrepentant moral failure for at least three years, and the board has not acted because no one wants to lose the deacon's wife, who leads worship and is irreplaceable. Three: Arthur himself voted, twelve years ago, to remove a young associate pastor who was the most effective evangelist the church had seen in two decades — because the associate's methods made the older members uncomfortable.

Arthur is not a dishonest man. He is a conflict-avoidant man who has made peace-keeping his highest value for so long that he has confused it with faithfulness. He came to this table because he is seventy-one years old and is beginning to understand that what he has been managing is not peace. It is the appearance of peace. And he cannot die leaving it this way.

Arthur's Church — Riverside Fellowship

Riverside Fellowship has seventy-one members and averages fifty-three in Sunday attendance. Average age is sixty-seven. The financial situation is stable — Arthur has seen to that. The giving is adequate. The building is debt-free. By the numbers the church looks sustainable.

What the numbers do not show is the atmosphere. There is something in the room at Riverside Fellowship that visitors sense and cannot name. A guardedness. A careful quality to the conversations. Topics that everyone seems to know are off the table without anyone having said so. New people who visit often describe being welcomed warmly and yet feeling, after two or three visits, that there is an inner room they are not being invited into.

The inner room is where the compromises live. The theological drift that was never corrected. The moral failure that was never addressed. The young evangelist who was never replaced. The pattern, established over twenty years of managing rather than leading, of allowing things that should not be allowed because confronting them would cost more than accommodating them.

The cost of that accommodation is sitting in the pews on Sunday morning in the form of a congregation that has not seen genuine conversion growth in a decade and cannot figure out why its evangelism efforts produce nothing.

Christ's letter to Pergamum says: You hold fast to My name, and did not deny My faith. But I have a few things against you, because you have there those who hold the doctrine of Balaam... Repent, or else I will come to you quickly and will fight against them with the sword of My mouth.

The sword of Christ's mouth is the Word of God. What Christ is saying to the Pergamum church — and to Riverside Fellowship — is this: if you will not use the Word to address what has been allowed in the house, I will. And My version will be less comfortable than yours would have been.
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VIVIAN CROSS

Sunday School Director — Mount Olive Baptist Church

The Church of Thyatira — Revelation 2-3

Vivian Cross is sixty-one years old. She has been the Sunday school director at Mount Olive Baptist Church for fourteen years. Before that she taught the women's Bible class for nine years. She knows the curriculum. She knows the teachers. She knows which class is healthy and which one is held together by the personality of one aging teacher who has not updated her material since 2003.

Vivian is perceptive, organized, and loyal to the point where loyalty has become a liability. She sees things clearly. She always has. What she has not always done is act on what she sees. Because acting on what she sees has consequences, and Vivian has spent fourteen years calculating consequences before she moves.

There is a voice at Mount Olive Baptist that does not have the authority it exercises. It does not belong to the pastor. The pastor is a decent man who has been at Mount Olive for three years and has not yet figured out what Vivian figured out in his first six months: that a particular woman in the congregation — a long-tenured member with deep relational roots and a gift for knowing things she should not know and saying things that shift the room without appearing to — runs Mount Olive Baptist. Not through any official role. Through influence, through history, through the careful management of who is for her and who is against her.

Vivian is not for her. Which means Vivian has spent fourteen years navigating around her. Working through her blind spots, timing initiatives for her good days, avoiding the conversations that would put her on the wrong side. It has been exhausting and effective and deeply wrong, and Vivian knows all three of those things.

She came to this table because she is sixty-one and she is tired of being strategic about what should be simple. She wants to know if there is a way through that does not require her to keep paying the price she has been paying.

Vivian's Church — Mount Olive Baptist Church

Mount Olive Baptist has sixty-eight members and averages fifty-one in Sunday morning attendance. Average age is sixty-four — slightly younger than some of the other churches at this table, owing to a cluster of families in their forties who came during a period of growth eight years ago and have stayed, though they have become noticeably quieter over time.

The church has genuine strengths. The Sunday school program is the best-organized of any church its size in the association. The missions giving is consistent. The congregation shows up for funerals and hospital visits and work days with a reliability that the pastor publicly credits as the church's greatest asset.

The church also has a ceiling that nobody can see past. Every initiative that has been proposed in the past six years has either been quietly redirected or openly opposed before it gained momentum. The families who came eight years ago came with energy and ideas and have spent eight years having those ideas managed. Two of those families are quietly looking at other churches. The pastor does not know this yet. Vivian does.

The controlling voice at the center of this dynamic is not malicious. This is important to understand. The woman in question loves Mount Olive Baptist with a fierce and genuine love. She has given money and time and energy to this church for thirty years. She believes, with complete sincerity, that she is protecting it. What she is protecting it from is change. And what she does not understand is that the protection has become the cage.

Christ's letter to Thyatira says: I know your works, love, service, faith, and your patience; and as for your works, the last are more than the first. Nevertheless I have a few things against you, because you allow that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, to teach and seduce My servants.

The words allow and tolerate are doing heavy work in that letter. Christ does not say Thyatira invited Jezebel. He says they allowed her. There is a difference between introducing a problem and failing to address one. Mount Olive Baptist did not create this dynamic. It chose, repeatedly, to allow it to continue. That choice has a name in Christ's vocabulary: sin.
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LEONARD SHAW

Elder — Cornerstone Community Church

The Church of Sardis — Revelation 2-3

Leonard Shaw is seventy-three years old. He has been an elder at Cornerstone Community Church for nineteen years. Before that he was a deacon for eleven years. Before that he was a Sunday school teacher for eight years. Leonard Shaw has been faithfully present at Cornerstone Community Church for thirty-eight years, and the church would not look the way it looks without him.

Cornerstone was a significant church in this community once. In the late 1980s and early 1990s it ran two hundred and forty in Sunday morning attendance, had a thriving youth program, operated a food pantry that served three hundred families a month, and sent more missionaries to the field per capita than any church in the association. Leonard was part of all of that. He was a younger man then — energetic, visionary, the kind of elder who made things happen.

The decline was gradual enough that nobody called it decline while it was happening. The youth pastor left and was not replaced. The food pantry closed when the volunteer base aged out. The missionaries came home and were not sent back. The attendance dropped from two-forty to one-eighty to one-twenty to eighty to where it is now. Each drop felt like an adjustment, not a crisis. By the time it looked like a crisis it had been going on for fifteen years.

Leonard carries the history of Cornerstone the way a man carries a photograph of someone he loved who is gone. He knows what it was. He can show you the picture. What he has not yet been able to do is put the picture down long enough to see what is in front of him.

He came to this table because his youngest daughter — who does not attend Cornerstone, who has not attended any church in six years — told him at Thanksgiving that she stopped going to church partly because she had grown up watching the church her father loved slowly become a place that seemed more interested in its own past than in the people around it. Leonard has not told anyone about that conversation. He thinks about it every day.

Leonard's Church — Cornerstone Community Church

Cornerstone Community Church has sixty-one members and averages forty-four in Sunday morning attendance. Average age is seventy-one — the oldest congregation at this table. The financial situation is stable for now, sustained by a combination of faithful giving from a shrinking donor base and a building that was paid off in 1997 and requires maintenance that is increasingly deferred.

The name Cornerstone still carries weight in the community. People who have no church connection know the name. Older residents remember the food pantry, the youth program, the missionaries. The church has a reputation. The reputation is not connected to anything currently happening inside the building. It is a reputation for what the church was, not what it is. The community has been politely not saying this for twenty years.

The Sunday morning service is dignified and careful and almost entirely attended by people who are there out of decades of habit. The pastor — Cornerstone's fifth in twelve years — is a capable preacher who has been told by the elder board that what the church needs is stability after years of pastoral turnover. He has provided stability. He has not provided direction, partly because direction requires change and the elder board, led by Leonard, has made clear that the congregation is not ready for change.

There are
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